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1. Demography and dialects 

Marshallese is spoken by the approximately 23,000 inhabitants of the Republic 
of the Marshall Islands, comprising two parallel chains of islands oriented 
roughly north-west to south-east. In Marshallese, these chains are termed 
Ratak, the eastern islands, and Ralik, the western islands. They constitute the 
major dialect division in Marshallese. The differences between the two 
dialects are for the most part lexical. ^ The one major non-lexical difference is 
in the realisation of what are phonemically geminate initial consonants. In 
both dialects, siich consonants are resolved by means of an insert vowel, high 
or mid depending on whether the following vowel is high or non-high, 
respectively. In the Ralik, the insert vowel is a prothetic front vowel, agreeing 
in height with the following vowel.^ In the Ratak, it is an epenthetic vowel 
whose height is determined as in the Ralik dialect, but which is front if the 
geminate is light, central if it is heavy, and rounded if it is rounded: 

ppij; 'skilled in jumping' Ilor 'shade, sha.dow' 
ippii) ellor 

pipii) Idor 

ttil 'bum' kkot 'strong, high in capacity' 

ittil ekkot 

tutil kokot 
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